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Abstract
This study explores how consumers negotiate between materialistic and sustainability desires.
Sustainable fashion was chosen as the context for this study because while fashion is usually
consumed for materialistic reasons, sustainable fashion is consumed also for sustainability
reasons.  Consumers  of  sustainable  fashion  (hereafter  “sustainable  consumers”)  thus
experience both materialistic and sustainability desires, leading to conflict between these two
very  different  desires.  This  study  is  positioned  within  the  mass-mediated  marketplace
ideologies stream of Consumer Culture Theory (CCT). This study contributes to this stream of
research by examining the ways that consumers negotiate between contradicting ideologies.
This  study uses qualitative research methods,  and the data  was analysed using discursive
analysis.  The  data  set  is  made  up  of  ten  popular  sustainable  fashion  blogs  written  by
sustainable  consumers.  This  study  fits  within  the  analytical  framework  of  Richins  &
Dawson’s (1992) three themes of materialism.
The findings of this study revealed the following five themes within the data: 1) possession-
defined success 2) acquisition as the pursuit  of happiness 3) acquisition centrality  4) fast
fashion  and  consumerism  and  so-called  5)  responsibilization.  Sustainable  consumers
demonstrated conflict between materialistic and sustainability desires and different ways of
negotiating  between  them.  Sustainable  consumers  relied  on  their  fashion  items  for  self-
expression and cultivating their identities as conscious consumers who carefully research and
buy  sustainable  brands  –  thus  fulfilling  their  desire  for  possession-defined  success  and
sustainability. Sustainable consumers were also seen to cultivate a bond with their products so
as to create and subsequently prolong the sense of happiness they provide.
Sustainable  consumers  struggled  more  with  negotiating  between  materialistic  desires  for
acquisition centrality and sustainability. With some success they resolved these conflicts by
limiting their purchases and finding sustainable ways to purchase new products. In the domain
of  fast  fashion and  consumerism they  were  however  unable  to  resolve  their  conflicts  by
negotiation as these concepts were constructed as being in opposition to sustainability. This
study  finds  that  consumers  can  negotiate  between  materialistic  desires  and  sustainability
desires  to  a  great  extent.  It  is  thus  often  possible  for  consumers  to  satisfy  both  desires
simultaneously in the domain of consumption.
Keywords sustainable consumption, materialistic desires, sustainability desires, consumer 
culture, negotiation, conflicting consumption desires, discursive analysis
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1. Introduction
There exists a conflict between the desires to consume for materialistic reasons and the
desires to consume for sustainable reasons. Previous research has found that materialistic
consumers tend to engage less in environmentally friendly behaviours and exhibit lower
environmental  attitudes  than  non-materialistic  consumers  (Kilbourne  &  Pickett,  2008;
Joung,  2013).  However,  these  studies  have  not  examined  how  consumers  negotiate
between materialistic desires and sustainability desires and whether consumers can satisfy
both desires simultaneously or if they are simply mutually exclusive. Since materialistic
lifestyles  are  becoming  increasingly  common  (Kilbourne  &  Pickett,  2008)  and
environmental degradation is a pressing issue, it is important to investigate how consumers
negotiate between these conflicting desires and values. The context of sustainable fashion
provides a fruitful context in which to study this phenomenon because fashion is generally
consumed for  materialistic  reasons,  however,  sustainable  fashion  is  also  consumed  for
sustainability reasons. Therefore, both types of desires are present in the consumption of
sustainable fashion.
1.1. Materialism and Sustainable Consumption
Previous  research  has  examined  the  phenomenon  of  materialism  and  materialistic
consumption (Belk, 1985; Richins,1994; Richins & Dawson, 1992).  Materialism can be
viewed as a value that guides the behaviour of consumers (Richins & Dawson, 1992).
When consumers use materialistic values to guide their behaviour they are trying to satisfy
the  desires  that  arise  from  their  materialistic  values.  When  consumers  consume  for
materialistic reasons they do not make consumption decisions based on utilitarian needs
(Richins  &  Dawson,  1992).  Instead  they  consume  for  reasons  such  as  creating  and
displaying their identity and status, using possessions to find happiness, and turning the
acquisition of possessions into goals and endeavours that  create meaning in  their  lives
(Belk, 1985; Richins,1994; Richins & Dawson, 1992). 
The above kinds of reasons to consume are based on desires that are termed materialistic
desires in this thesis. These materialistic desires are centred around the individual and the
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satisfaction of these materialistic desires is focused only on satisfying the individual. Many
consumers who try to satisfy their materialistic desires with consumption consume more
than necessary (Richins & Dawson, 1992). 
In contrast to materialism, sustainable consumption is focused on consuming in a way that
does not create harm to the environment or society (Joy et al., 2012). It is unsustainable for
all consumers to consume everything they desire due to limited natural resources and the
harmful effects of consumption, such as pollution and waste (Kilbourne & Pickett, 2008).
Sustainably  oriented  consumers  (in  this  thesis  referred  to  as  “sustainable  consumers”)
choose  products  communicated  as  having  been  produced  in  a  sustainable  manner  and
which  have  a  smaller  ecological  impact  than  goods  produced  in  a  traditional  (non-
sustainable) manner (Moisander & Pesonen, 2002).  Consumers who consume sustainable
goods are not only trying to satisfy their personal needs and desires, but also to contribute
to the welfare of society and the environment (Moisander & Pesonen, 2002). Sustainable
consumption  also  encourages  consumers  to  consume  less  products  overall  in  order  to
conserve limited resources. Therefore, there is a conflict between sustainability desires and
materialistic desires.  Consumers must negotiate between these conflicting desires when
making consumption decisions. 
1.2. The Research Question
The main research question this thesis seeks to answer is: What does consumer discourse
reveal about the way consumers negotiate between materialistic desires and sustainability
desires?
This research question will be explored in the context of sustainable fashion. Sustainable
fashion  incorporates  many  different  elements,  such  as  the  use  of  organic  and
environmentally friendly materials, sustainable business models, fair working conditions,
quality  over  quantity,  slow fashion  cycles,  and  transparency  (Henninger  et  al.,  2016).
However, “[s]ustainable fashion has often been described as an oxymoron [...] as fashion
assumes something goes in and out of style, which contrasts with the long-term perspective
of sustainability” (Henninger et al., 2016, p. 403). It is possible, however, for clothing to be
manufactured  in  a  sustainable  manner  and  still  be  considered  fashion.  There  are  also
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different ways to consume fashion sustainably, for example, by purchasing second-hand
clothing or utilizing clothes swaps. Sustainable consumption decisions generally feature a
more selfless perspective as consumers are not only aiming to benefit the self. One of the
reasons that  consumers  purchase  sustainable  fashion is  “contribution  to  the  welfare  of
society  (such  as  reduced  pollution,  fair  treatment  of  workers  or  no  fur/leather  use)”
(Cervellon & Wernerfelt, 2012, p. 177).
Consumers - even the sustainable ones -  normally make fashion purchase decisions in
order to benefit the self, for example, to display status, express identity or experience self-
gratification (Niinimäki, 2010; McNeill & Moore, 2015; Harris et al., 2016). Due to this,
materialistic desires often guide fashion consumption. This reveals the trade off consumers
must  consider between  materialistic  and  sustainability  desires  when  making  fashion
purchase decisions. For example, consumers may want to be sustainable whilst purchasing
fashion that  is  still  aesthetically  pleasing,  congruent  with  personal  style,  expressive  of
lifestyle, and suitably priced. Therefore, sustainable fashion offers an interesting context to
study how consumers negotiate between materialistic values and sustainable values.
1.3. Theoretical Framework
Richins  &  Dawson  (1992)  identified  three  themes  of  materialism  that  guide  the
materialistic  values  and  desires  of  consumers.  These  three  themes  are:  acquisition
centrality, acquisition as the pursuit of happiness, and possession-defined success. These
themes from Richins & Dawson (1992) have been used as an analytical framework for this
thesis. The blog posts that were used as data for this thesis were analysed with regard to the
themes  identified  by  Richins  &  Dawson  (1992)  and  the  discourses  pertaining  to
materialistic  desires  were  identified  based on the  three  themes.  The  presence  of  these
themes  indicates  that  the  bloggers  experience  materialistic  desires  despite  their
commitment to sustainability. 
Consumers’ ideology and ideals affect their decision making (Vehmas et al., 2018). Indeed,
mass-mediated marketplace ideologies are one of the main streams of consumer culture
theory (CCT) (Arnould & Thompson, 2005) and this study is positioned in the stream of
mass-mediated marketplace ideologies. Consumer ideology consists of systems of meaning
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and consumers are thought of as interpretive agents who can engage in meaning-creating
activities that enforce the dominant ideologies or engage in meaning-creating activities that
deviate from these dominant ideologies (Arnould & Thompson, 2005). 
This thesis contributes to research on mass-mediated marketplace ideologies by examining
how  consumers  negotiate  between  contradicting  ideologies.  Materialistic  consumption
desires  are  prevalent  in  the  dominant  mass-media  environment  and  consumers  are
encouraged to fulfil  their  materialistic  consumption desires.  According to  Kilbourne &
Pickett (2008), materialistic lifestyles are increasing globally. However, sustainable fashion
consumption is not mainstream and its ideology differs from the dominant materialistic
ideology.  Therefore,  this  thesis  examines  how  consumers  negotiate  between  these
conflicting ideologies. The consumers studied in this  thesis engage in meaning-creating
activities that enforce the dominant ideologies as well as activities that deviate from the
dominant ideology. This demonstrates how consumers can adopt contradictory ideologies
by negotiating between their values. 
1.4. Structure of the Thesis
This thesis begins with  a broad overview of the  relevant previously-published literature.
The thesis  then  moves  on  to  the  literature  review,  covering  materialistic  consumption,
sustainable  consumption,  and  the  fashion  system.  The  third  section  describes  the
qualitative  research  methodology  used  to  investigate  the  research  question.  Discursive
analysis  is  used  to  explore  the  discourses  surrounding  materialistic  desires  and
sustainability  desires.  Sustainable  fashion  blogs  have  been  chosen  as  a  source  for  the
discursive analysis. 
The fourth section describes the findings based on the gathered data. The data revealed that
the bloggers had materialistic desires and sustainability desires regarding fashion and that
these desires created conflict. The bloggers attempted to resolve these conflicts in different
ways. The findings discuss five themes that emerged from the data: 1) Possession-defined
success 2) Acquisition as the pursuit of happiness 3) Acquisition centrality 4) Fast fashion
and  consumerism  in  opposition  to  sustainability  and  5)  Responsibilization.  The  fifth
section provides a discussion of the findings followed by a conclusion.
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2. Literature Review
2.1. Materialistic Consumption
There are many definitions  of materialism and the concept has been examined through
many  different  perspectives.  However,  this  paper  focuses  on  materialism  as  the
"importance a consumer attaches to worldly posses-sions" (Belk, 1985, p. 265) and how
consumers use consumption and possessions to satisfy their need for meaning (Richins,
1994).  Consumers  use  goods  to  make  statements  about  their  values,  personality,  and
aspirations – and so can be seen to  base their identities on consumption (Solomon et al.,
2016). Indeed, 
“[m]any people use the notion of the consumer society in order to describe the
current type of social organisation in the economically developed world. This is not
only because we live in a world full of things, which we obviously do, but also
because the most decisive step in the construction of consumer society is the new
role of consumption activities.” (Solomon et al., 2016, p. 36) 
In addition, a consumer culture describes the notion that a large portion of a society desires
to consume goods for non-utilitarian reasons (as traditionally defined by economists), for
example, for desires of novelty or status seeking (Richins & Dawson, 1992). “In Western
societies,  people  consume  more  than  needed  for  subsistence  or  comfort”  (Richins  &
Dawson, 1992, p. 532). According to Niinimäki (2010), materialistic desires are a central
part of our society and these desires affect consumers' identity formation and concept of
self.  An  individual’s  personal  values  are  also  often  reflected  and  characterized  in  the
objects that they consider valuable to themselves (Richins, 1994). Therefore, materialism
in  this  thesis represents  an  over-reliance  on  possessions  to  provide  satisfaction  and
meaning in life; as well as attachment to, and desire to possess and consume goods for
reasons unrelated to their  utilitarian functionality to meet needs.  From this perspective,
over-consumption can viewed as a materialistic form of consumption.
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Materialism has been viewed as either a personal value or a social belief system within a
society (Perera & Hewege, 2013). In Western societies excessive consumption is a normal
behaviour. According to Belk (1985), at the highest levels of materialism, possessions are
at the centre of a person’s life and the individual believes possessions to be the greatest
source of satisfaction or dissatisfaction in their life. Materialistic consumption desires are a
“consumption-based orientation to happiness-seeking” (Ger & Belk, 1999, p. 184). When
consumers rely excessively on material possessions for status seeking, pleasure seeking,
self expression, or relationship definition, it is seen as materialism (Ger & Belk, 1999). 
Richins  &  Dawson  (1992)  identified  three  themes  of  materialism,  which  reflect  the
materialistic values and desires of individuals. The first theme is acquisition centrality, in
which the acquisition of possessions is at the centre of the consumer’s life. In addition,
material consumption provides the individual with a goal and a set of plans. In this way
materialism gives consumers’ lives meaning and “provides an aim for daily endeavours”
(Richins & Dawson, 1992, p. 304). Materialistic consumers value possessions so highly
that  they  can  be  viewed  as  worshipping  possessions  (Richins  & Dawson,  1992). The
second theme is acquisition as the pursuit of happiness, in which possessions are viewed as
being essential to leading a happy life and feeling satisfied. Highly materialistic individuals
pursue  happiness  through  consumption  rather  than  through  other  means,  for  example,
personal  relationships  or  achievements  (Richins  &  Dawson,  1992).  When  individuals
consume in large quantities  their  goal  is  often self-satisfaction  or  pleasure (Richins  &
Dawson, 1992).
The third theme identified by Richins & Dawson (1992) is possession-defined success, in
which consumers judge both others and themselves based on the number of possessions
they own and the quality of the possessions they own. In addition, the value of possessions
is not only measured by their ability to reflect status, “but from their ability to project a
desired self-image and identify one as a participant in an imagined perfect life” (Richins &
Dawson,  1992,  p.  304).  Therefore,  materialistic  individuals  want  their  possessions  to
reflect their desired self-image and lifestyle. “Materialists view themselves as successful to
the  extent  they  can  possess  products  that  project  these  desired  images”  (Richins  &
Dawson, 1992, p. 304). Richins & Dawson (1992) also note that these three themes of
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materialism  were  represented  in  the  views  of  ordinary  consumers,  hence  ordinary
consumers view materialism in a similar way to the one presented by the study.
Richins & Dawson (1992) define materialism as a value. Specially, they write that
“[t]he organizing function of acquisition goals among materialists, the centrality of
acquisition-related activities to their lives, and the prioritizing of possessions vis-a-
vis other things in life suggests that materialism is a value.” (Richins & Dawson,
1992, p. 307)
According to their study, materialists use possessions and the acquisition of possessions as
a means to reach desirable end states, such as happiness. Materialistic values and desires
also  guide  the  decisions  that  individuals  make  in  a  variety  of  situations,  including
consumption situations. Materialistic values and desires influence the quantity and type of
goods purchased by consumers as well as the allocation of resources to purchase the good
(Richins  &  Dawson,  1992).  According  to  Richins  (1994),  consumers  who  are  highly
materialistic “are more conscious of the design, beauty, and other appearance features of
the possessions they own” (Richins, 1994, p. 531). This is another factor that is likely to
influence their consumption decisions.
2.2. Environmental Impacts of Materialism
Kilbourne & Pickett (2008) argue that materialistic lifestyles are becoming increasingly
common globally. According to the study, materialism is institutionalized in American and
other  Western  societies,  and  due  to  its  dominance  in  these  societies,  individuals  are
rewarded for materialistic behaviours and lifestyles. Materialism is argued to be one of the
main  causes  of  environmental  degradation  because  materialistic  consumption  causes
problems, such as increased waste, pollution, and the depletion of resources (Kilbourne &
Pickett,  2008).  Kilbourne  & Pickett  (2008)  also  found a  negative  association  between
materialism  and  environmental  beliefs.  Joung  (2013)  found  too  that  materialistic
consumers  in  their  study  had  lower  scores  on  environmental  attitudes  than  non-
materialistic  consumers,  which  indicates  that  materialists  have  less  concern  for  the
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environment and engage in less behaviour that is geared towards being environmentally
friendly. 
Joung’s  (2013)  study  also  found  that  materialistic  consumers  tend  to  purchase  more
clothing than non-materialistic consumers and that they do not use all of the clothing they
purchase. In addition, materialistic consumers tend to make more impulse purchases and
hoard their clothing than non-materialistic consumers (Joung, 2013; Kassim et al., 2016).
This is harmful to the environment because the excessive consumption wastes resources
and creates textile waste that causes environmental degradation (Birtwistle & Moore, 2007;
Kilbourne & Pickett, 2008). 
According  to  Kilbourne  &  Pickett’s  (2008)  study,  consumers  experience  cognitive
dissonance when they become aware that the fulfilment of their materialistic consumption
desires is contributing to environmental degradation,  if  they do not want to identify as
someone who harms the environment. According to the study, this cognitive dissonance is
solved by reinforcing materialistic  beliefs  and decreasing perceptions of  environmental
degradation and problems related to consumption. Due to the dominance of materialistic
beliefs and values in society, consumers are more encouraged to adopt materialistic beliefs
rather than environmental beliefs (Kilbourne & Pickett, 2008). 
Consumers can also maintain a positive self-image as they continue to consume based on
their materialistic values by distorting information related to the negative environmental
impacts of their consumption habits (Kilbourne & Pickett, 2008). However, Kilbourne &
Pickett (2008) conducted their study in America, which they identified as a country that
promotes  materialistic  values.  Therefore,  the  results  could  differ  in  a  society  where
materialism is not widely accepted or promoted.  
2.3. Sustainable Consumption and Sustainable Fashion
2.3.1. Sustainable Consumption
Despite the proliferation of materialistic consumption habits, there are also consumers who
engage in sustainable consumption habits. However, sustainable consumption desires and
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values differ from materialistic consumption desires and values, which causes consumers
to feel conflict between these contradictory desires. Sustainable consumption can occur in
many different domains of consumption and is not specific to any single industry, product
or service. Sustainable consumption can be defined in different ways, however, the three
most common definitions are:
“[1.] an activity that can be continued indefinitely without causing harm;
 [2.] doing unto others as you would have them do unto you;
[3.] and meeting a current generation’s needs without compromising those of future
generations.” (Joy et al., 2012, p. 274)
Sustainable consumption also encompasses the concept of ethical consumption, in which
consumers  display  concern  for  society  and  other  individuals  in  their  consumption
behaviours rather than exclusively attempting to fulfil their own needs and desires through
consumption  (Moisander  &  Pesonen,  2002;  Henninger  et  al.,  2016).  For  example,  a
sustainable  consumer  would  value  products  that  are  made  with  fair  labour  where
employees have good working conditions. Therefore, sustainable consumption contains an
element of moral decision-making whereby consumers take into account the consequences
of consumption on human well-being. 
Sustainable consumption also pertains to consumption behaviours that are environmentally
friendly and aim to reduce the environmental impact of consumption (Black & Cherrier,
2010).  Sustainable  consumption  is  often  also  referred  to  as  “green  consumption."
Examples of environmentally friendly behaviour that consumers can engage in includes
recycling,  purchasing organic food, purchasing green products,  environmental petitions,
and participating in environmental groups (Kilbourne & Pickett, 2008). Some consumers
also engage in sustainable consumption because they are aware of the risks and impacts of
climate  change  and want  to  minimize  their  own impact  on  climate  change  (Perera  &
Hewege, 2013).
According to Moisander & Pesonen (2002, p. 329) “green consumers have typically been
viewed  as  goal-oriented  individuals  who take  into  account  the  public  (environmental)
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consequences (cost and benefits) of their private consumption in an attempt to bring about
social change (sustainable development).”
Therefore,  sustainable  consumption  values  and  desires  are  centred  around  consuming
environmentally friendly and ethically made goods, consuming in a responsible manner,
and considering the wider environmental and ethical impacts of consumption decisions.
These values and desires differ from the values and desires of materialistic consumption.
Due  to  this,  consumers  may  experience  conflict  between  their  different  desires  whilst
making consumption decisions. In order to engage in sustainable consumption a consumer
must also consider factors that are not based solely on their personal preferences because
they must assess how sustainable the product is (Moisander & Pesonen, 2002). 
2.3.2. Sustainable Fashion
Fashion  is  one  domain  of  consumption  in  which  consumers  can  make  sustainable
consumption decisions. In this thesis, sustainable fashion has been selected as the context
in which to study how consumers negotiate between materialistic consumption desires and
sustainable consumption desires. Sustainable fashion can be defined as
“...an approach to the  design,  sourcing and manufacture  of  clothing which  maximizes
benefits  to  people  and  communities  while  minimizing  impact  on  the  environment.”
(Cervellon & Wernerfelt, 2012, p. 177).
Sustainable fashion has also been referred to by other terms, such as green fashion, eco-
fashion and ethical fashion (Henninger et al., 2016). Sustainable fashion is also part of the
concept  of  slow  fashion,  which  focuses  on  slower  production  processes  and  rates  of
production,  as  well  as  empowering  workers  (Henninger  et  al.,  2016).  According  to
Henninger et al. (2016), sustainable production processes are related to both environmental
and ethical concerns.  The traditional fashion industry has created negative environmental
impacts, which include chemicals, water use, energy consumption, dyes and greenhouse
gas emissions (Vehmas et al., 2018). 
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Conversely, sustainable production processes related to the environment include renewable
energy usage, reducing carbon generated during production, and using eco-friendly raw
materials  in  order  to  reduce  negative  environmental  impacts  (Da  Giau  et  al.,  2016;
Henninger et al., 2016). Sustainable production processes related to ethical treatment of
workers  and  social  sustainability  include  fair  wages,  labour  rights,  and  safe  working
conditions  (Henninger  et  al.,  2016).  In  addition,  sustainable  fashion  is  focused  on
transparency, sustainable business models, slow fashion cycles, and quality over quantity
(Henninger et al., 2016).
Sustainable  fashion  is  however  a  complex  phenomenon  and  “[c]reating  sustainable
clothing manufacturing, production, and retailing is a long and difficult processes” (Hill &
Lee, 2015, p. 206). Fashion companies that aim to be sustainable must structure their entire
production  processes  and business  models  around sustainability.  Sustainability  must  be
incorporated  into  every  aspect  of  the  business  and not  only  one  component  of  it.  For
example, a company utilizing organic materials for clothing manufacture whilst providing
unethical  and  unsafe  working  conditions  to  workers  would  not  be  a  truly  sustainable
company.
Hill & Lee (2015, p. 205) found that “consumers do view sustainable products as fitting
with fast-fashion retailers,  based on their  previous  knowledge and affect  regarding the
brand and the cause.” However, fast fashion companies manufacture and sell garments that
are low-priced, low quality, disposable and manufactured at a high speed to create more
trends and encourage more consumption (Birtwistle & Moore, 2007; Ertekin & Atik, 2015;
Harris et al., 2016). 
Sustainable  fashion  uses  slow  production  cycles  and  creates  high  quality  clothing
(Henninger et al., 2016). The fashion industry has  seen many  scandals regarding human
rights  violations  and the  mistreatment  of  garment  workers  (Da Giau et  al.,  2016),  but
sustainable  fashion  companies  remain  committed  to  creating  fair  and  safe  working
environments (Henninger et al., 2016). For such reasons, the business models and practices
that fast fashion companies utilize are largely in opposition to the values and practices
promoted  by  sustainable  fashion.  This  highlights  the  complexity  that  consumers  must
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navigate  when  determining  whether  or  not  a  company  is  using  sustainable  business
practices, as well as the complexity for companies to ensure that they are fully committed
to sustainable practices.
Similarly, consumers who wish to consume fashion sustainably should ideally incorporate
sustainable  consumption  behaviours  into  all  parts  of  their  consumption.  “Sustainable
consumption as an aspect  of consumer behaviour,  involves pre-purchase,  purchase and
post-purchase  components”  (Birtwistle  & Moore,  2007,  p.  211).  Consumers  aiming  to
consume fashion responsibly should purchase clothing from sustainable companies, use the
clothing for a long period of time and dispose of it responsibly so as not to generate large
amounts  of  textile  waste.  The  sustainable  consumption  of  fashion  requires  more  of
consumers than only buying certain brands that appear sustainable. The clothing life-cycle
continues after purchase, with post-purchase behaviour impacting the environment.
The post-purchase laundering of clothing contributes up to 82% of the energy consumption
that is associated with a specific piece of clothing (Harris et al.,  2016). Goworek et al.
(2012)  claim that  laundering  clothes  has  the  greatest  environmental  impact  of  fashion
consumption  and  that  consumers  wash  their  clothes  more  often  than  is  necessary  for
hygiene or health  reasons.  In addition,  consumers  are  reluctant  to  repair  clothing even
though this would extend the life of the product (Goworek et al., 2012). This reluctance
stems from consumers’ lack of sewing skills, lack of time, and the low cost of replacing
garments once they show any signs of deterioration (Goworek et al., 2012). Consumers can
decrease the environmental impacts of their clothing by laundering at lower temperatures,
laundering less frequently, recycling clothes (Harris et al.,  2016), and purchasing lower
quantities  of  high  quality  clothing  (Henninger  et  al.,  2016).  Sustainable  consumption
values  are  centred  around  these  sustainable  consumption  behaviours  and  sustainable
production methods.
2.3.3. Problems Related to Sustainable Fashion and its Consumption
The literature on sustainable fashion consumption is somewhat contradictory regarding the
popularity  and state  of  sustainable fashion.  According to  Da Giau et  al.  (2016),  many
fashion  companies  are  becoming  more  ethical  and  environmentally  friendly  due  to
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increased consumer awareness of and demand for sustainable fashion. However, despite
increased consumer interest, sustainable fashion still does not sell very well (Cervellon &
Wernerfelt, 2012; Henninger et al., 2016; Vehmas et al., 2018). In addition, Henninger et
al. (2016) argue that different consumers understand sustainable fashion in different ways
and that  overall  consumer  awareness  is  still  low.  Hill  & Lee (2015)  also explain  that
consumers still  lack a lot  of information and knowledge about sustainability in apparel
production.
Sustainable fashion has grown as an industry in response to increased consumer demand
for  ethically  and  environmentally  friendly  fashion  (Cervellon  &  Wernerfelt,  2012).
However, according to Cervellon & Wernerfelt (2012) sustainable fashion only accounted
for 0.4 percent of the fashion market in the UK, which is one of Europe’s strongest markets
for sustainable fashion. However, sustainable fashion may have grown since Cervellon &
Wernerfelt (2012) studied the phenomenon. Despite this, it is clear that even though sales
of sustainable fashion have increased, the overall consumption of sustainable fashion is
still relatively low compared to mainstream fashion and the majority of fashion brands do
not have sustainability as their main focus. 
There are many reasons as to why sustainable fashion has not yet become the norm in the
fashion  industry  and  there  are  many  barriers  that  consumers  face.  In  addition,
“[c]onsumers’  environmental  or  ethical  concerns  do  not  always  translate  into  their
purchasing  behaviour”  (Vehmas  et  al.,  2018,  p.  288).  Although  consumer  demand  for
sustainable clothing appears to have increased, the actions of consumers do not support this
notion (Goworek et al., 2012) as can be seen from the popularity of fast fashion clothing,
large amounts of textile waste, and large quantities of purchased clothing. One of the most
important  factors  that  consumers  consider  in  fashion  is  price  (Vehmas  et  al.,  2018;
Niinimäki, 2010) and the generally higher prices of sustainable fashion can pose a barrier
for consumers (Harris et al., 2016).
Style and quality are other factors that consumers find very important (Harris et al., 2016).
Young consumers in particular are more focused on the fashionable qualities of clothing as
opposed  to  the  sustainability  issues  of  clothing  and  “they  separate  fashion  from
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sustainability even if they definitely support the idea of it” (Vehmas et al., 2018, p. 288).
Consumers also want fashion to be convenient to purchase and their interest in sustainable
fashion does not outweigh their desire for convenience. According to Niinimäki (2010),
consumers  will  only  make  ethical  purchases  if  they  do  not  experience  extra  costs  or
inconveniences in the form of higher prices, uncomfortable apparel materials or discomfort
in their shopping experiences. Therefore, sustainability does not appear to be a primary
focus in fashion for most consumers.
Furthermore, a lack of options for sustainable fashion acts as another barrier to consumers
purchasing  fashion  items  (Niinimäki,  2010).  According  to  Hill  &  Lee  (2015),  even
consumers who are focused on sustainability issues and concerned about sustainability in
the fashion industry will  ultimately make their  purchase decision based on factors that
meet their price, style, fit and quality desires.  Consumers’ clothing purchase decisions are
also largely determined by personal and economic factors even if consumers are committed
to purchasing sustainable fashion (Harris et al., 2016). Additionally, most consumers, even
the  ones  committed  to  sustainable  fashion,  limit  their  sustainable  behaviours  to  the
purchasing  of  clothing  and  lack  interest  or  awareness  of  issues  associated  with
sustainability  during  the  other  consumption  phases  and  the  care  of  clothing,  such
laundering less frequently or mending broken clothes (Goworek et al., 2012; Harris et al.,
2016). 
There  is  also  a  lack  of  consensus  on  whether  or  not  informing  consumers  about
sustainability issues really changes their consumption behaviour. For example, Harris et al.
(2016)  point  out  that  some  consumers  do  not  recycle  their  old  clothing  or  purchase
sustainable  clothing  despite  being  aware  of  environmental  problems  or  child  labour
problems. In a study by Carrigan & Attalla (2001) some respondents said that increased
information about ethical issues would change their  behaviour,  while other respondents
said that  it  would not.  Some respondents in  the study also argued that  receiving more
information would only create more confusion and increased difficulty with choosing and
buying  products.  In  addition,  there  have  been  products  that  were  launched  as  ethical
choices in response to consumer demand for ethical products, however, the products then
struggled  because  they  did  not  generate  enough demand  from consumers  (Carrigan &
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Attalla, 2001). “Perhaps it is not that consumers do not care, but rather they care more
about price, quality and value than corporate ethics” (Carrigan & Attalla, 2001, p. 566).
According to Harris et al. (2016), it is not enough to simply introduce sustainable fashion
options  into  the  fashion  market  and  expect  consumers  to  independently  change  their
consumption  behaviours  and  begin  purchasing  only  sustainable  fashion.  Harris  et  al.
(2016) proposed three reasons why this is the case. Firstly, sustainability in fashion is a
very  complex  phenomenon  that  is  difficult  for  consumers  to  fully  comprehend,  and
consumers lack understanding and knowledge in this area. Secondly, different consumers
are concerned about different facets of sustainability and it would be impractical to engage
with all of these diverse concerns with all consumers. For example, some consumers care
about  animal  welfare,  others  about  avoiding  sweat-shop  labour,  and  others  about
environmentally friendly materials. Consumers also appear to be more interested in issues
that directly affect them as opposed to issues that do not (Carrigan & Attalla, 2001). 
The third reason proposed by Harris et al. (2016) is that “...clothing is not an altruistic
purchase” (Harris et al., 2016, p. 312). Therefore, sustainability is not high on the list of
criteria  that  clothing  must  possess  when  the  majority  of  consumers  make  purchase
decisions.  Furthermore,  consumers’ clothing  disposal  behaviours  are  largely  driven  by
routines and habits even among consumers who are committed to sustainability (Harris et
al., 2016). Due to this, new habits and routines must be introduced in order for consumers
to consistently exhibit sustainable consumption habits. 
Another  problem facing  consumers  attempting to  purchase  more sustainable  fashion is
green-washing.  Some  companies  use  green-washing  to  mislead  consumers  about  their
sustainability  efforts,  which  makes  it  more  difficult  for  consumers  to  determine  when
companies are really engaging in sustainable practices (Henninger et al., 2016). This also
makes it difficult for sustainable fashion companies to build trust with consumers who are
sceptical about marketing and messages related to sustainability (Henninger et al., 2016). 
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2.4. The Fashion System and Materialistic Consumption
This  paper  examines  how  consumers  negotiate  between  materialistic  desires  and
sustainability desires in the context of fashion consumption, therefore, it is important to
also investigate the fashion system and how materialistic desires emerge in the field of
fashion. The fashion system is a socially and culturally constructed phenomenon. People
have used fashion to separate individuals into different categories, for example, by class or
gender (Simmel, 1957). Fashion also simultaneously allows individuals to signal belonging
to a group and differentiation as a unique individual (Simmel, 1957). Consumers desire
individual identity, but also seek to conform to social norms (McNeill & Moore, 2015).
According to Simmel (1957), fashion allows members of different groups to differentiate
their group from other groups of people. This creates clear distinctions between different
groups of consumers.  Furthermore,  many individuals imitate  fashion trends in order  to
signal belonging to a group. This mode of group membership is easy for consumers to
achieve because imitating fashion trends is easy. This is because
“[w]henever we imitate, we transfer not only the demand for creative activity, but
also the responsibility for the action from ourselves to another. Thus the individual
is freed from the worry of choosing and appears simply as a creature of the group,
as a vessel of the social contents.” (Simmel, 1957, p. 542-543)
Meanings are  encoded into  clothing items and consumers  use these  clothing items for
social definition (Harris et al., 2016). Cultural meanings are also embedded into fashion
and new cultural meanings can even be created through the use of fashion (McCracken,
1986). Individuals then make judgements about others based on their clothing and fashion
choices. Consumers construct and express their own identity through their clothing and
fashion choices (Niinimäki, 2010; McNeill & Moore, 2015). Consumers feel a need for
identity creation and esteem and fashion is one way of satisfying this need. Individuals also
feel that their clothes should reflect their character, values, and sense of self (Niinimäki,
2010). Therefore, when the self-image of a consumer changes this change may also be
reflected in their clothing. Furthermore, individuals desire change and uniqueness, which
they can achieve through changing fashion trends and adopting new styles (Simmel, 1957).
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According to McNeill & Moore (2015), the desire to be considered fashionable is often
more important to consumers than the desire to be sustainable or ethical with their fashion
consumption. Consumers have basic needs, which they aim to satisfy through purchasing a
product,  however,  consumers  also  have  needs  and  desires  for  social  status,  identity
construction,  and association with specific lifestyles. “Lifestyle as a theoretical concept
means the totality of a person’s social practices, and the routines incorporated into habits,
as well as the story that he/she tells about them” (Niinimäki, 2010, p. 152). Consumers can
fulfil these desires through fashion consumption.
Materialistic desires are especially evident in the consumption of fashion. Consumers use
fashion to signal, for example, identity, lifestyle, status, and personal values (Niinimäki,
2010; McNeill & Moore, 2015). Therefore, fashion is not consumed only for utilitarian
purposes and consumers rely on these material possessions to create and signify meaning
to others. According to Ertekin & Atik (2015, p. 54) “...the current fashion system, [is]
driven by speed, change, artificial newness, obsolescence, disposable trends, and aesthetic
fads…" This is especially evident with fast fashion because fast fashion retailers, such as
H&M and Zara, expect consumers to use the garments sold less than ten times (Birtwistle
& Moore, 2007). Therefore, fast fashion retailers do not aim to make clothes that are worn
for a long time and instead create clothing with obsolescence built into them. In addition,
the lower quality and durability of fast fashion clothing also makes them less viable to sell
on the second-hand market (Harris et al., 2016).
According to Vehmas et al. (2018), eco-friendly clothes are still not selling well despite
increased awareness and demand. In addition, fast fashion brands have grown rapidly and
remain very popular among consumers. Leading fast fashion brands, for example, H&M,
Zara and Forever 21, are growing more rapidly than the entire fashion and apparel industry
(Bain, 2016). The fast fashion brand Zara has over 2,000 stores worldwide (Singh, 2017).
During 2016 H&M opened 427 new stores around the world and their sales rose by 6%
(Wahba, 2017). H&M is “one of the largest fashion retailers in the world” (Wahba, 2017)
and the company operates on the basis of a fast fashion retailer. 
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Fast fashion business models encourage consumers to buy low-cost “throwaway goods”
(Vehmas et  al.,  2018, p. 287) and shorter production cycles create increased desire for
consumers to change their styles frequently as there are more styles for them to choose
from. Some department store brands and designer labels are also trying to compete with
fast fashion by offering more rapidly changing collections to appeal to customers (Bain,
2016). This highlights the popularity of fast fashion retailers and their rising sales numbers
and increasing number of retail stores indicate that the majority of consumers have not
opted out of purchasing fast fashion in favour of fashion brands that are centred around
sustainability. Therefore, the phenomenon of sustainable fashion is still very relevant and it
is  clear  that  most  consumers  are  not  devoted  to  shopping  exclusively  in  sustainable
fashion.
In addition, participants in a study by Birtwistle & Moore (2007) were cognizant of the fact
that they owned excessive amounts of clothing, however, this did not motivate them to
change  their  fashion  consumption  behaviours  drastically.  These  consumers  felt  more
motivated to donate old clothing, however, they did not reduce their purchasing of new
clothes and did not have a lot of interest in the ethical or environmental impacts of their
fashion  consumption  decisions  (Birtwistle  & Moore,  2007).  Consumers  purchase  high
quantities of fast fashion clothing, which they also dispose of in large quantities in order to
keep purchasing new fashion items (Goworek et al., 2012). 
These fashion consumption decisions are, therefore, found to be driven by materialistic
desires  to  possess  large  quantities  of  clothing,  be  viewed  as  fashionable,  and  fulfil
consumer desires for new and trendy clothes. Additionally, a study by Joy et al. (2012)
showed that the participants of the study did not consider the environmental and social
impact  of  their  fashion  purchases  even  though  they  were  concerned  about  the
environmental  and  social  impact  of  their  purchases  in  other  domains  of  consumption.
Therefore, materialistic values and desires guide the fashion consumption behaviours of
many consumers.
Furthermore, clothing disposal is an important sustainability issue. Fast fashion fuels high
volumes  of  clothing  purchases.  For  example,  in  the  UK  there  are  approximately  one
18
million tonnes of clothing that are discarded annually (Goworek et al., 2012). In a study by
Goworek et al. (2012), one participant reported having purchased 16 new tops for a holiday
and then having discarded all of them prior to returning home. This example demonstrates
the attitude that many consumers have towards clothing, especially fast fashion, which is
generally viewed as disposable or throwaway clothes (Goworek et al., 2012; Vehmas et al.,
2018).
In  a  similar  vein,  Joy  et  al.  (2012)  found  that  participants  in  their  study  “exhibited
relatively little guilt about fast fashion’s disposability, seeing little discrepancy between
their attitudes toward sustainability and their fashion choices” (Joy et al., 2012, p. 280).
Fast fashion is a profitable business, which allows consumers to satisfy their desires for
trendiness  and  frequent  garment  purchases,  however,  poses  ethical  and  sustainability
issues. According to Ertekin & Atik (2015, p. 55) “...fast fashion is not motivated only by
speed of production, but also by the greed of both buyers and sellers."
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3. Methodology
3.1. Research Paradigm
This  paper  utilizes  qualitative  research  methods  to  investigate  sustainable  fashion
consumption  within the  context  of  sustainable fashion blogs.  This  section explains  the
research paradigm utilized in this paper as well as the philosophical underpinnings through
an examination of the ontology, epistemology, and axiology of the research. This section
also describes the data collection and analysis methods used for this  research paper.  A
research paradigm guides the work of a researcher by offering them a system of belief or
guiding worldview (Eriksson & Kovalainen,  2011).  This  paper  utilizes  a  constructivist
paradigm.  In  this  paradigm  it  is  assumed  that  reality  is  socially  constructed  through
language and shared meanings (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2011).
Ontology refers  to  the  nature of  reality  that  is  being  studied  (Eriksson & Kovalainen,
2011).  This  paper  utilizes  a  constructionist  ontology  because  reality  is  treated  as  a
subjective rather than objective construct. A constructionist ontology assumes that reality is
socially constructed and there are multiple realities (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2011). Reality
is based on the individual’s social and cognitive processes and their interpretations of what
constitutes  reality,  therefore,  reality  is  also context-dependent  (Eriksson & Kovalainen,
2011).
Epistemology is concerned with defining how knowledge is produced and how it can be
argued  for  (Eriksson  &  Kovalainen,  2011).  This  paper  utilizes  a  constructionist
epistemology because reality is not viewed as being objective in nature or consisting of
objective knowledge. Instead this paper assumes that we access the world and produce
knowledge through our own observations and interpretations. Therefore, reality is dynamic
and individually constructed, and it can only be accessed through social constructions, such
as language and shared meanings (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2011). Therefore, knowledge is
made available through social actors (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2011).
The axiological aim of this research is to understand rather than predict a phenomenon.
Therefore, this paper assumes a constructionist axiology. This paper seeks to understand
how consumers negotiate between materialistic and sustainability desires in the domain of
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fashion. This paper uses the blogs of sustainable fashion bloggers to better understand the
phenomenon of sustainable fashion consumption.
3.2. Data Collection Methods
The data for this paper is collected from sustainable fashion blogs. Blogs were chosen as
the  data  source  because  they  provide  a  lot  of  material  for  the  discursive  analysis.  In
addition, there are other benefits to examining blogs to gauge consumer attitudes towards
sustainable fashion. According to Niinimäki (2010, p. 156)
“...it is difficult to study consumer attitudes regarding ethicality, as consumers tend
to  give  more  positive  answers  than  their  actual  consumption  and  purchasing
behaviour reveals. Consumers give socially desirable or ‘correct’ answers rather
than truthful ones.” 
The discourse contained in blogs is dictated by the author of the blog and their opinions
and  views  are  presumably  reflected  in  their  blog  posts.  Therefore,  blogs  offer  an
appropriate  data  collection  method  to  study  existing  discourses  that  reflect  the  ideas,
values,  and  opinions  of  the  bloggers. Sustainable  fashion  bloggers  have  an  apparent
interest in and commitment to sustainable fashion. Studying these consumers who have
overcome the barriers to sustainable fashion consumption may yield a new perspective that
is lacking in previous studies that measure the attitudes and behaviours of random samples
of consumers who may or may not honestly care about sustainability issues. In addition,
due  to  the  bloggers’  interest  in  fashion  and  their  exposure  to  materialistic  values
surrounding fashion, it was highly likely that these bloggers had to engage in negotiations
between their sustainability and materialistic desires.
3.3. Selection of Blogs
A  list  of  blog  posts  was  initially  selected  through  the  Greenmatch  website
(www.greenmatch.co.uk)  and  then  further  selection  criteria  was  developed  in  order  to
narrow down the list of analyzed blogs. Greenmatch is a website focused on sustainability
and the Greenmatch blog covers a range of topics related to sustainability, for example,
sustainable energy, climate change and sustainable fashion. The Greenmatch blog has a
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blog post that provides a list of sustainable fashion blogs that Greenmatch awarded with a
“Go Slow Award 2016."  According to  the  blog  post  these  rewards  “acknowledge  and
reward fashion bloggers that focus on sustainable fashion and really put time and effort in
inspiring others in a creative manner” (www.greenmatch.co.uk). This list of sustainable
fashion blogs was used to find an initial list of possible blogs to examine. The blogs on
Greenmatch were divided into five categories: the guides, the spotters, the designers, the
behind the scene-ers, and the buzz creators.  
Six criteria were used to select the final selection of blogs out of the fifty available blogs:
1. The blogs must  have blog posts that  focus on sustainable fashion in  particular.
Some blogs discuss multiple topics related to sustainability and feature different
categories (for example, sustainable beauty, and sustainable lifestyle). In this case,
only blog posts  related to sustainable fashion were included in the data  set  for
analysis.
2. The  blogs  must  be  current  and  available  for  access.  Several  blogs  had  been
removed  or  the  bloggers  announced  that  they  had  decided  to  discontinue  their
blogs. These blogs were discarded because they either no longer provided access or
access was not guaranteed in the future. 
3. The authors  of  the  blogs  are  consumers  of  sustainable  fashion and not  fashion
designers. Several blogs on the Greenmatch website were run by fashion designers
whose aim was to promote their own fashion brands as well as spread awareness of
sustainability issues. These blogs were removed from the data set because fashion
designers do not have the same knowledge and interests as average consumers who
purchase sustainable  fashion.  Fashion designers  are  also likely to  be concerned
about different issues than fashion consumers. 
4. The  blog  posts  needed  to  contain  written  content  that  could  be  informatively
analyzed through the discursive analysis. Some blogs simply featured images and
brand names and these blogs were discarded from the analysis due to their lack of
written content. 
5. The  blogs  needed  to  contain  relevant  information  about  the  consumption  of
sustainable fashion. Some blogs were largely focused on sewing clothes and these
blogs  were  also  discarded  from  the  analysis  because  although  the  practice  of
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sewing your own clothes can be regarded as sustainable behaviour, the blogs were
focused on the technical skills and aspects of making clothes rather than on the
issue of sustainability. Therefore, they did not provide relevant information for this
analysis.
6. At least one blog from each of Greenmatch’s five categories was included, with the
exception of the category “the designers” as fashion designers were excluded from
the analysis. Choosing at least one blog from each of the remaining four categories
allowed for a broad range within the blogs whilst adhering to the other selection
criteria. 
Once blogs that did not meet the six specified criteria had been eliminated, the blogs were
ranked according to their website traffic on the website  www.similarweb.com. The blogs
do not directly display the number of viewers they receive, therefore, website traffic was
used as a measure of their popularity among consumers. The ten blogs with the highest
rankings were selected for the final analysis. A list of these selected blogs including their
name, address and ranking is available in Appendix 1.
Blogs that did not have a ranking on similarweb.com were not included in the analysis
because their popularity could not be compared with other blogs. The blogs that have the
highest website traffic have the most visitors and thus, are more interesting to readers. This
means that the information and other content on these blogs is more likely to relevant to
other consumers. One limitation of this method is that it is not possible to infer from the
rankings which blog topic (if the blog discusses multiple topics) is the most popular and
has the most readers. Despite this limitation, using website traffic rankings was deemed an
adequate method to compare the popularity of blogs.
3.4. Data Analysis: Discursive Analysis
The data was analyzed via discursive analysis. This type of analysis provides a method for
analyzing  meaning  through  discourse.  Discourse  analyses  can  examine  any  type  of
discourse,  for  example,  conversations,  news  articles  or  personal  journals.  This  paper
examines  the  discourse  within  sustainable  fashion blogs.  Discourse analysis  is  not  the
study of linguistics, but rather the study of social actions that are mediated through the use
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of language (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2011). Therefore, this paper will not examine the
linguistics of the blog posts, but rather the meanings that are constructed through the texts.
According to Eriksson & Kovalainen (2011), language practices mediate cultural meanings
and  these  cultural  meanings  can  be  studied  through  discursive  analysis.  Furthermore,
discourses can be viewed as systems of representation that produce meaning through the
use of language and signifying practice – systems which 
“...consist of the words, concepts, ideas, images, classifications, norms, values, role
expectations  and  signifying  practices  that  are  used  to  refer  to  and  represent
knowledge about objects, people and events of all sorts.” (Moisander & Valtonen,
2006, p. 194)
Furthermore, this paper takes the perspective that language is actually used to construct
reality rather than simply mirror reality. Meaning is discursively constructed and depends
on  the  frameworks,  context,  available  discourses  and  representational  systems  of
individuals (Moisander & Valtonen, 2006). Meaning does not simply exist in the world
without  interpretation  and  a  single  object  may  have  multiple  meanings.  In  addition,
meanings can change over time or in different contexts.
Blog  posts  can  be  categorised  as  naturally  occurring  discursive  texts.  According  to
Moisander  &  Valtonen  (2006,  p.  69),  these  naturally  occurring  texts  show  “cultural
discourses and discursive practices through which social reality is produced and everyday
practices  are  organized  in  those  settings.”  Naturally  occurring  discursive  texts  can  be
important data sources and can yield more appropriate data than interviews (Moisander &
Valtonen, 2006). However, the discursive practices of individuals also reveals how they
manage  their  image  and  present  themselves  (Moisander  & Valtonen,  2006).  It  can  be
assumed that  the  bloggers  still  want  to  present  themselves  in  a  positive  view to  their
readers, which could affect their blogs.
The  bloggers  occasionally  receive  free  items  from brands  or  make  a  profit  from link
referrals on their blogs, therefore, there is also some monetary incentive for the bloggers to
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blog  about  certain  brands  or  companies.  This  is  a  limitation  that  has  been  taken  into
account in this thesis. The bloggers do state that all their opinions are their own despite the
monetary benefits they may receive and this paper assumes that all the text written by the
bloggers is their own work. The contents of the blog posts still provide valuable data for
discursive analysis despite the limitation that bloggers may be influenced to discuss and
promote  certain  brands  for  their  own  benefit.  The  phenomenon  of  fashion  bloggers
receiving benefits from brands is also common within the fashion blogging sphere and is
not unique to sustainable fashion blogging. In addition, the bloggers appear to be genuinely
committed to sustainable fashion regardless of which brands they recommend to readers
and  often  bloggers  discuss  more  sustainability  related  topics  than  single  brands  or
products.
The three themes of materialism as defined by Richins & Dawson (1992) were used as an
analytical framework in this thesis. The blog posts were analyzed for content that fits into
the themes of materialism and this content was identified as materialistic discourse. This
made  it  possible  to  identify  materialistic  desires  and  values  that  the  bloggers  were
expressing because these desires were congruent with previous research on materialistic
consumption. These materialistic desires were then analyzed to discern how they conflicted
with sustainability desires, as well as how the bloggers dealt with this conflict.  
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4. Findings
Five  different  themes  emerged  from  the  research:  1.  Possession-defined  success  2.
Acquisition  as  the  pursuit  of  happiness  3.  Acquisition  centrality  4.  Fast  fashion  and
consumerism 5. Responsibilization. Each of these themes reflects a discourse that arose
from the  blogs  researched.  The  discourses  exhibit  a  conflict  between  the  materialistic
desires and sustainability desires of the bloggers. The discourses also reveal ways that the
bloggers negotiate between their conflicting materialistic and sustainability desires. The
themes, conflicts and negotiations are summarized in Table 1 below and explored in more
detail later in this section.
Table 1: Main findings with central themes, conflicts and negotiations
Theme Conflict Negotiation
Possession-
defined
success
When an individual’s self-identity and
desired expressed identity are strongly
linked to and created by possessions,
the  individual  must  keep  acquiring
new  possessions  and  discarding  old
possessions  if  they  experience  a
change  in  their  self-identity.  This
conflicts with the sustainability idea of
using possessions as long as possible
and avoiding unnecessary purchases.
Only  purchasing  sustainably  made
fashion  items  to  reduce  negative
impacts  of  new  purchases.
Cultivating the “conscious consumer”
identity  where  sustainable
consumption is a key definer in sense
of  self  and  is  linked  to  sustainable
consumption.
Acquisition
as the pursuit
of happiness
Bloggers  derive  happiness  from
possessions  and  encourage  other
consumers  to  purchase  items  that
make  them  happy.  This  can  lead  to
over-consumption  and  unnecessary
purchases  as  consumers  desire  to
purchase  new  products  to  feel  a
renewed sense of happiness.
The  bloggers  try  to  maximize  the
amount  of  joy  they  get  from  their
items,  limit  new purchases  to  items
that  bring  them  a  lot  of  happiness,
and  form  bonds  with  their
possessions, which helps them use the
items for a longer period.
Acquisition
centrality
The  bloggers  enjoy  getting  new
fashion items and still make purchases
for  non-utilitarian  reasons.  Some
bloggers also have the acquisition of
new items  as  a  long-term goal.  This
conflicts with the sustainability idea of
The bloggers try to limit the number
of  new  items  they  purchase,  avoid
impulse  purchasing,  find  sustainable
ways  to  purchase  new  items,  and
make  sure  to  use  the  items  they
purchase  in  order  to  avoid  wasting
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only  purchasing  necessary  items  and
curbing the desire for new items.
them.
Fast  fashion
and
consumerism
Fast  fashion  does  not  follow  the
principles  of  sustainable  production
and  encourages  over-consumption.
The  ideology  of  consumerism  as
discussed by the  bloggers  acts  as  an
extreme of materialism that is seen in
direct opposition to sustainability.
The  bloggers  cannot  negotiate
between  consumerism  and
sustainability.  The  bloggers
encourage  readers  to  avoid  fast
fashion  and  consumerism  entirely.
The  extreme  materialism  of
consumerism  makes  their  own
materialistic consumption appear less
severe. 
Responsibiliz
ation
A sustainable  consumer  may  feel  a
materialistic  desire  to  consume,
however,  lacks  the  information  to
make  an  informed  decision  about
whether  or  not  their  consumption
behaviour is sustainable.
Consumers may purchase new items
and fulfil their materialistic desires if
they first expend time and effort into
researching  the  items  in  order  to
ensure  that  they  are  sustainably
produced. The bloggers responsibilize
consumers  to  make  responsible  and
sustainable  consumption  decisions,
which combat consumerism.
4.1. Possession-defined Success
The first theme identified in the blogs is the meaning of fashion. The bloggers have a clear
interest in fashion as evidenced by the fact that they have dedicated their time and effort
into creating blog posts about the topic. However, fashion has importance to these bloggers
that goes beyond mere interest or a hobby. The bloggers care deeply about fashion and use
fashion as an expression of their  identity and values.  This can be tied into possession-
defined success, one of the themes of materialism discussed by Richins & Dawson (1992).
According to  Richins & Dawson (1992) materialistic  individuals judge themselves and
others based on their possessions, and they also want their possessions to be a reflection of
their desired lifestyle and identity. 
Another facet of materialism is when consumers excessively rely on possessions to express
their identity and status (Ger & Belk, 1999). Therefore, when consumers heavily rely on
their  possessions to construct  and express their  identity and desired lifestyle,  it  can be
viewed as materialistic behaviour. In the blogs examined for this paper, sustainable fashion
consumption  is  also  symbolic  of  the  bloggers’ identities  as  conscious  consumers.  In
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addition to these symbolic representations, the bloggers are also focused on sustainable
fashion as aesthetically pleasing and fulfilling their materialistic fashion desires for stylish
and beautiful clothes. According to Richins (1994), consumers with materialistic values are
more  concerned  with  the  appearance  features  and  aesthetics  of  their  possessions.
Therefore, the desire to own stylish and beautiful clothing is a materialistic desire. 
4.1.1. Fashion as a Reflection of Identity and Values
The  bloggers  perceive  of  fashion  as  a  way  to  express  themselves  in  terms  of  their
individual identity as well as their current and aspirational lifestyle. The bloggers want
their clothes to be reflective of who they are as a person. For example, one of the bloggers
wrote:
 
“Clothing is  one of  the major  ways we express ourselves.  It  hints  at  what  our
values may be and how we connect to the world. From the material (natural or
synthetic), to production (fair or slave labour) to how we treat our garments (with
care or landfill), each piece offers a subtle clue about who we are.”  (Eco Boost,
29.01.2018)
This  quote  demonstrates  that  clothing  is  an  important  form of  self-expression  for  the
blogger. The quote also implies that clothing carries a message about its wearer whether or
not the wearer intended to send that particular message. Materialistic individuals use their
possessions to judge others and also expect to be judged based on their own possessions
(Richins & Dawson, 1992).  Therefore,  it  is  a materialistic  desire  to  possess items that
reflect a desired image of the self to others. The blogger of The Sustainable Edit writes in
one post: 
“Personal style isn’t just about the clothes we wear it’s about showing the world
who we are. ...Our outfit is often the first thing people see when they meet us and it
should give the right first impression.” (The Sustainable Edit, 03.06.2018)
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The Sustainable Edit demonstrates the expectation of being judged by others based on the
clothes that an individual wears. The blogger also subtly tells her readers that they should
use their outfits to cultivate an image of themselves that gives off a good first impression.
The  bloggers  also  indicate  that  clothing  and  fashion  should  be  an  expression  of  an
individual’s self-identity. For example, one blogger wrote:
 
“But this mini evolution [regarding her clothes] has been about a lot more than
just  style.  Through considering my personal  style  and how I  want  to  represent
myself to the world I’ve discovered a little more about me as a person. My style has
become more  of  an expression  of  who I  am as  a  person.  It  is  now less  about
meeting the expectations of others or aesthetic of a minimalist capsule wardrobe. It
is now about using the way I dress to help me show up how I want to show up.”
(The Sustainable Edit, 03.07.2018) 
The above is a clear demonstration that the blogger uses clothing to define and represent
herself  as  an  individual.  In  addition,  clothing  impacts  the  way that  the  blogger  views
herself. She went on to say: 
“When  I  get  dressed  for  these  days  I  want  to  feel  professional,  capable,
approachable as well as fun, playful and feminine. But my current wardrobe wasn’t
making me feel like this.” (The Sustainable Edit, 03.07.2018)
The blogger shows that whilst clothing can be used to represent oneself externally it also
impacts how the individual perceives themselves internally. The blogger in the above quote
had a specific identity that she wanted to both internally identify with as well as externally
express to others. Because her clothing did not externally express this identity she did not
internally feel like she fully identified as the type of person that she wanted to be. 
Therefore,  clothing  not  only  signals  to  others  who  a  person  is,  but  also  signals  to
themselves what kind of person they appear to be. The blogger of The Sustainable Edit
uses clothing in order to express her identity to a very large degree. The blogger appears to
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rely excessively on her clothing to make her feel like the kind of person that she wants to
be, which indicates that a person’s possessions can not only reflect their identity, but also
construct their identity. This is an example of materialistic desires being satisfied through
the possession of clothing that communicates carefully curated or ‘correct’ meanings about
their owner. These meanings are communicated to both the owner of the possessions as
well as other individuals who see them.
This reliance on possession-defined success creates conflict between materialistic desires
and sustainable desires because the identity of the individual is tied to the possessions they
own. If the individual undergoes personal growth or a change in lifestyle then they will not
feel that their  personal development is complete unless they gain new possessions that
showcase the change in their perceived identity. This conflicts with the sustainability value
of using possessions as long as they are viable for use and avoiding purchases that are not
necessary.
The blogger of The Sustainable Edit felt that she had grown as a person and she needed to
change her wardrobe in order to reflect this change because her old clothing did not reflect
her new sense of self. Discarding old clothing that is still in good condition and purchasing
new clothing for purposes of self-expression is an example of behaviour that is spurred by
materialistic desires for possession-defined success. The conflict between materialistic and
sustainable desires is also visible on other blogs, for example:
“I’m taking a step back to heed a warning: buying from the brands I cover when
you don’t need clothes – or worse, when you won’t actually wear them – defeats the
purpose of ethical fashion. Ethical brands exist for when our closets are void of
something, not for when we feel like shopping as a pastime. I’m not saying clothes
should be bland and uniform, quite the contrary actually. Clothes should make us
feel like the best version of ourselves, as long as our ‘selves’ don’t have multiple
personality disorder.” (The Peahen, 30.05.2016)
This blogger writes that clothing should make an individual feel like “the best version” of
themselves,  which indicates  that  clothes  are  powerful  indicators  of  how the individual
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views  and  feels  about  themselves.  However,  this  desire  to  use  clothing  to  cultivate  a
desirable personal image should not come at the cost of sustainable behaviour. The blogger
also  acknowledges  the  fact  that  purchasing  unnecessary  or  useless  clothing  from
sustainable brands is not actually sustainable consumption behaviour. Purchasing clothing
that will not be worn wastes resources even if the clothing was produced with ethical or
environmentally  friendly  methods.  Therefore,  individuals  who  wish  to  fulfil  their
materialistic desires for self-expressive clothing as well as their sustainability desires must
negotiate between these desires by only purchasing clothes that they are certain to wear
and have use for.
Another blogger also addresses the issue of changing tastes and styles by writing:
“Sustainable fashion requires us to re-imagine our relationship to our clothing. We
need to be able to leave behind craving for new and more items, and instead invest
in  fewer  high  quality  pieces  that  are  timeless.  That  doesn’t  mean  that  our
wardrobes can’t evolve as our tastes do, but we need to allow this to happen as a
process of natural attrition rather than one of wardrobe expansion.” (Tortoise and
Lady Grey, 19.12.2018)
The  blog  post  in  Tortoise  and  Lady  Grey  demonstrates  that  the  blogger  thinks  it  is
acceptable  for  an  individual’s  clothing  tastes  to  change  and  that  this  change  can  be
reflected in their wardrobe. However, the materialistic desire for new clothing that accords
with this change in taste must be negotiated with sustainable values. This blogger feels that
the individual should invest in clothing items that are high quality and timeless, which
maximizes the amount of time they are used and reduces waste.
According to Tortoise and Lady Grey, consumers should also refrain from purchasing a lot
of clothes at once and instead changing their style slowly over time. Further in the blog
post  from Tortoise  and  Lady  Grey  the  blogger  also  offers  readers  another  method  to
negotiate between their materialistic desire to acquire new clothing that better fits their
current clothing desires and their sustainability desires. The blogger suggests that readers
try to be more creative with the way they style and match their current clothes in order to
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